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Ours Is not a blanket indictment or complaint...

COMINT: Who We Are & What We Propose

We are a group of concerned citizens and media
professionals who enjoy public television but are
concerned about its failure to provide balanced and
responsibly reported programming in the area of
current affairs documentaries and series specials.

Ours is not a blanket indictment or complaint.
Thus we share the view that Ken Burns' recent Civil
War series is one of the great achievements of tele-

vision programming by any standard. The MacNeil- -

Lehrer News Hour is also, we think, a model of
responsible reporting and news analysis. In addi-
tion, Frontline’s recent segment “The Struggle For
South Africa” was an eye-opening report on the

may hang. Governmentally funded, publicly privi-
leged institutions like PBS and the stations it serves
cannot be the captive of one political sub-culture and
expect to survive in the long run. Political or cultural
biag will sventually provoke the kind of government
attention that is inimical to the independent role of
the media in a free society. Even in the absence of
governmental concern about politicel bias and cul-
tural exclusion, good old competition for audience
will take its inevitable toll. Already, culturally en-
riched programming is available on cable stations
like A&E, Discovery and Bravo, which do not pander
to the tastes of one polit:cal and cultura}l minority in
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South Africa NOW — continued from page 2

litical organizations and the press in the spring of
1990. At that time, COMINT asked Kulezycki if he
was indeed reviewing the case of “South Africa
Now.” Kulczycki said he was. In September, COM-
INT followed this up with a letter to Kulezycki in
which 9 proposals were presented to KCET manage-

-
This decision [to terminate] was reversed
within a week because of political pressure
from outside forces.

ment designed “to correct the present bias in KCET
programming.” These included establishing a policy
of balance and fairness, hiring an ombudsman to
enforce the policy, refusing to air PBS programs that

" failed to conform to the policy, etc. The fourth pro-
- posal referred to “South Africa Now™:

4. Terminate the blatantly propugandistic *news” show

“South Africa Now” or re-label it “commantary” and bal-

ance it with & show on South Africa from the right.

On October 2, Kulczycki replied negatively to 8
of the 9 proposals. His reply to proposal 4 was as
follows:

PBS Off Balance — continusd trom page 4

We began broadcasting “South Africa Now” some two
years ago while the South African government was censor-
ing al) press reports out of that country. Since the censor-
ship restrictions have been lifted, we have continued to run
the series, but was have besn looking very carefully at the
particular sditorial stance of the program in relation to our
standards for jownatism and fairmess. We will be making
a decision about the continuation of that series on KCET
very soon.

The decision was announced two weeks later.
COMINT first learned of it from LA Times reporter
Sharon Bernstein, who was writing the story and
wanted a responge.

It i3 clear from this sequence of events that two
of the most powerful public television stations in
America, after thoughtful and careful review, and
following appropriate station guidelines and proce-
dures, concluded that the show “South Africa Now”
did not meet the stations’ standards for “journalism
and fairness” and decided to terminate it. This deci-
sion, which took nearly a year to make, was reversed
within a week because of political pressure from
outside forces.

But the story also has a sequel. On December 14,
1990 the Committee on Media Integrity filed a peti-

continuad on page 8

These excuses remind us of a famous episode
from the dark days of the cold war. During the Stalin
period, a visitor to Russia asked a Soviet official why
they had not published E.H. Carr’s History of the
Bolshevik Revolution in the Soviet Union. The reply:
“We have a paper shortage.”

Evidently PBS has a film shortage. This, despite
the millions of public dollars that PBS stations ex-
pend every year on the production of documentaries
like “Black Power, Black Panthers”, a promotional
film for that violent political gang of the 1960s
produced by KQED San Francisco. Lack of material
is an inadequate excuse for a situation that seems,
rather, toreflect the political bias of public television
programmersin the area of current affairs documen-
taries. Does there exist sufficient material for a more
balanced program schedule to be aired in the area
of current affairs and contemporary history? One
has only to turn to PBS’s cable competitors, A&E,
Bravo and Discovery to see that there does.

In fact the present gskew in public television's
documentary programming on current affairs may
get worse before it gets better. Recently independent
televigion producers won a battle to create The In-
dependent Television Service and secure the alloca-
tion of $6 million in funds from the Corporation for
Public Broadcasting and Congress for documentary
programming. Yet, the make up of the new organi-
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Whatever else it was, Ronald Reagan’s war
against the Sandinistas was not a war
“against the people of Nicaragua” by any
reasonably objective standard.

zation does not inspire optimism. As one PBS station
manager said to COMINT, “The Independent Tele-
vision Service is under the control of people so far to
the left that they make the people at POV look
moderate.”

The situation that now exists in PBS documen-
tary programming on current affairs subjects is in-
tolerable to a large section of public television's
audience, illegal under its Congressional mandate,
and detrimental to its broadcasting future. But it
can be rectified. Most important for any reform
would be the readiness of public television execu-
tives and producers to recognize the existing respon-
sibilities and obligations they have under their
authorizing legiglation, and to act on them as soon
a8 possible. Our experience, however, has convinced
us that this will not happen without institutional
changes. Some kay proposals for such change are
outlined in our editorial in this issue.

———
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PBS Chillis
Warming Debate

These are strange days at the Public Broad-
casting Service. PBS recently turned down a
British documentary so thorough in its scrutiny
of the so-called “greenhouse effect” that the
London Financial Times called it “quite possi-
bly the best science documentary of the year.”
Instead, PBS chose to air 2 program which
claims that the Roman Empire fell because of
cold weather, that Thomas Alva Edison
wreaked ecological havoc by inventing the light
bulb, and that half of the world’s rain forests
will be deserts by 1994. Both documentaries
were about global warming, What's going on?

While providing air time for a more hysteri-
cal than historical production ke “After The
| . Warming,” PBS turned down “The Greenhouse
Conspiracy” on the grounds that it was “too
one-gided.” Shown to British viewers in early
August, “The Greenhouse Conspiracy,” a 55-
minute British documentary, succeeded in con-
vincing then-Prime Minister Margaret Tatcher
to temper her enthusiasm for greenhouse trea-
ties.

While PBS turned down hard science, it
served up science fiction, “After The Warming”
a two-hour PBS special, is a good specimen of
the prevailing orthodoxy in public television.
While half-haked theories of global climate ca-
tastrophe are regularly touted on PBS, more
respongible views are silenced.

By Richard Miniter — Reprinted from UpDate,
newsletter of the Competitive Enterprise Insti-
tute, December 1990 Number 12.
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South Africa NOW - continued from page 3

tion with the FCC to deny KCET an unconditional
renewsl of its license (see Our Quarrel with KCET
— page 7). Four days later, KCET announced that
it would label all future segments of “South Africa
Now” “Paint of View” commentary, just as COMINT
had suggested. In announcing the decision, KCET
President William Kobin said:

Because “South Africa Now™ does not consistently meet

KCET standards for fairness and balance in news pro-

gramming, tha station will identify it on the air as a ‘point

of view' program as long as we fee! such identification is

appropriate.’

We at COMINT consider this & double vindica-
tion, both in respect to our criticism of the show
“South Africa Now”, and in respect to our year jong
effort to get KCET management to begin to articu-
late a policy of “fairness and balance” in its current
affairs programming.
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